A PIECE of the deadly MERS virus might provide its own cure.

The virus causing Middle East respiratory syndrome emerged in 2012. It does not spread readily between people, but there are fears it could cause a pandemic if it ever starts. It has [killed 76 of the 178 people known to have caught it](http://www.who.int/csr/disease/coronavirus_infections/MERS_CoV_Update_20_Jan_2014.pdf){#interrefs10}, and there is no specific treatment.

Shibo Jiang at Fudan University in Shanghai and colleagues found the virus forces its way into cells using a rod-like structure made of two "fusion" proteins that bind tightly during infection.

Using X-rays to dissect this structure, they found the binding segments of these two proteins. They made one of the protein\'s segments in the lab, and found that it bound tightly to the other protein, blocking the binding site and preventing the rod from assembling. This protected cells in culture from becoming infected (*Nature Communications*, [DOI: 10.1038/ncomms4067](http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/ncomms4067){#interrefs20}).

Jiang hopes this fragment could be used to treat MERS. A similar fragment of HIV is now used as the [anti-HIV drug enfuvirtide](http://www.fuzeon.com/Fuzeon/consumer-home_page.do){#interrefs30}. This drug can cause [severe side effects](http://www.fuzeon.com/Fuzeon/consumer-home_page.do){#interrefs40}, but that may not be the case with MERS, as treatment would take weeks, rather than years as for HIV. He is also working on a MERS vaccine.

*This article appeared in print under the headline "MERS virus holds key to its own demise"*
